Importance of culture confirmation of shiga toxin-producing Escherichia coli infection as illustrated by outbreaks of gastroenteritis--New York and North Carolina, 2005.
Escherichia coli O157:H7 and other strains of E. coli that produce Shiga toxin are collectively known as Shiga toxin-producing E. coli (STEC). The current outbreak of STEC O157 infections associated with eating fresh spinach illustrates the importance of obtaining isolates to identify the source of the infections. Laboratory methods that do not require bacterial culture of stool specimens to identify STEC are being used increasingly by clinical diagnostic laboratories, sometimes without subsequent confirmation of a strain by isolating it in culture. This report describes findings from outbreaks of gastroenteritis in 2005 in New York and North Carolina in which clinical diagnostic laboratories initially used only non-culture methods to detect Shiga toxin (Stx). The findings highlight the importance of confirmation of Stx-positive stool specimens by bacterial culture for timely and reliable identification of STEC infections, including E. coli O157 and non-O157 STEC, to enable implementation of appropriate public health actions. An important part of that identification is determining the serotype of all STEC isolates and the subtype of STEC O157 strains so that outbreaks can be detected and traced back to sources.